Introduction
The , had alternating appreciation for their "strong descriptions of passions," able to engage and impassion the readers, and criticism for their excessive rhetoric and artificiality.1 This condemnation becomes stronger in the Laocoon (1766), where he asserts that the characters of tragedy must "manifest their feelings, give expression to their pains, and give full play to their natural emotion." However, "the moment they appear to act under the influence of constraint and rule, they lose at once the power of touching our sensibilities, and bare admiration is all that we can award to the Stoic gladiator of the sock." He concludes in a polemical mood: "such is the title which may with propriety be given to all the personages of what are called the tragedies of Seneca." It was not only the public that was susceptible to these artificialities; indeed, "the best tragic genius, accustomed to these artificial death-scenes, could not avoid being betrayed into bombast and rodomontade."2 Even more severe was the criticism by August Wilhelm Schlegel, who, in his Vorlesungen über dramatische Kunst und Litteratur (A course of Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature, 1809) , doubted that works of such poor taste could actually be attributed to Seneca:
Whatever period may have given birth to the tragedies of Seneca, they are beyond description bombastic and frigid, unnaturally both in character and action, revolting from their violation of propriety, and so destitute of theatrical effect, that I believe they were never meant to leave the rhetorical schools for the stage.3
For Schlegel, too, rhetoric prevails over character and content: "All is phrase [. . .] . A total poverty of sentiment is dressed out with wit and acuteness."4 These observations had a powerful impact on the critical debate, where the predominating idea was that such dramas were not intended for the stage: they were static, pedantic, rhetorical, and altogether too violent.5
